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Preface

New Haven, Connecticut, March 2003. Along with the rest of the world, the student body at Yale University stood riveted by the confrontation between the United States and Iraq, George W. Bush and Saddam Hussein. War would start any day now—that much was certain. Whatever one’s opinion on the war, supporters and opponents alike, at Yale as elsewhere, had over a year and a vast amount of information to argue their case. Through the summer and fall of 2002 and into the new year, the Bush administration and its supporters made several arguments for war, from national security to democracy promotion and much else in between.

Including faith. From his initial response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, to the days before the Iraq War, Bush consistently framed the crisis in terms of religion. Not necessarily in terms of who America would be fighting: despite the occasional slip of the tongue, Bush was careful not to portray the war as a crusade against Islam. But according to news reports that fateful winter and spring of 2003, the president believed he was spiritually motivated by an obligation to God and that God directed his actions and protected America in its time of crisis. “The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world,” he proclaimed in his 2003 State of the Union address, which laid out a case for war, “it is God’s gift to humanity.” In the giving of such gifts, the United States was God’s instrument on earth: “We Americans have faith in ourselves, but not in ourselves alone. We do not know—we do not claim to know all the ways of providence, yet we can trust in them, placing our confidence in the loving God behind all of life and all of history. May He guide us now.” “We’re being challenged,” Bush told an audience in Nashville a month later. “We’re meeting those challenges because of our faith.” He then justified war with Iraq as a matter of self-defense against freedom-hating fundamentalists who received support and encouragement from Saddam Hussein. “They hate the thought of the fact that in this great country, we can worship the Almighty God the way we see fit. And probably what makes them even angrier is, we’re not going to change.”1

For his part, Saddam Hussein also framed the coming war in religious terms. Unlike the decadent, infidel Americans, Iraqis belonged to a “glorious faith,” he declared. “Allah does not like weaklings.” With encouragement from the presidential palace, Iraq’s clerics also tried to rally the faithful to arms. And though he was an avowed enemy of Ba’athist, secular Iraq, Osama bin Laden struck a characteristically religious note. The Americans were “crusaders” who wanted “to occupy a former capital of Islam,” the al Qaeda leader warned in an audio message shortly before the war. “This crusade war is primarily aimed at the people of Islam” to subjugate their faith and steal their oil, and so “Muslims as a whole, and in Iraq in particular, should pull up their sleeves and carry jihad against this oppressive offensive and to make sure to stock up on ammunition and arms. This is a duty for them.” It was a message bin Laden had been propounding since 9/11, indeed, since he had first begun his jihad against the United States in the 1990s.2

I was then a young lecturer in the History Department at Yale, not far removed from finishing a doctoral dissertation on McGeorge Bundy and the origins of the Vietnam War. In the fall of 2002, I taught a large lecture class on Vietnam; in the spring semester, I led a smaller seminar on U.S. foreign policy during its most tumultuous Cold War period, from John F. Kennedy and the Bay of Pigs to Jimmy Carter and the Iran hostage crisis. It was a surreal experience, examining the Cold War while a very similar history was unfolding before us in real time. Yet despite the trauma of 9/11, the year 2003 was also very different from 1973. The United States was not vulnerable, but seemed invincible; it was not reeling from a disaster like Vietnam, but coming off a series of triumphs in the Cold War, the Gulf War, the Balkan wars, and, apparently, driving the Taliban from power in Afghanistan. While Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon had watched Indochina consume their presidencies, here was George W. Bush, seemingly as strong a president in living memory, deciding to remake the Middle East in a democratic American image. For a specialist in U.S. diplomatic history, it was a fascinating time.

My students and I debated the War on Terror, Afghanistan, and Iraq almost as much as we pored over the record on Cuba and Chile, Vietnam and Cambodia, the Iranian hostages and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. I encouraged it, so long as they avoided polemical grandstanding and grounded their arguments about the confusing present in a careful understanding of an equally complicated past. But one thing puzzled them all: the presence of religion in the normally hardheaded world of diplomacy, especially American diplomacy. Why did Bush use religious imagery and rhetoric to justify his foreign policy? Was this usual? Did other presidents of the past hundred years invoke God and Christ to explain themselves? Or was Bush a premodern aberration in a postmodern world? I told them what I knew, which was not all that much: that some presidents had deployed religion as a political tactic, that religion was often invoked as a way to explain or justify intervention, but that most of the time religion was background noise and political filler and not especially important to the study of American diplomatic history. I referred them to the usual suspects—Woodrow Wilson, John Foster Dulles, Jimmy Carter—leaders who happened to be personally religious and happened, on occasion, to use religious rhetoric. A couple of scholars had looked a little bit into the broader connections between religion and diplomacy, and I recommended their books. But otherwise, I did not give it much thought.3

I cannot say precisely when, but at some point that spring I did begin to give religion some further thought. Intrigued, I consulted bibliographic guides, library catalogues, and journal databases. To my surprise, the existing literature did not much go beyond the usual suspects I had already mentioned to my students. There were, however, some notable exceptions just then emerging. Three colleagues, Seth Jacobs, Melani McAlister, and Andrew Rotter, had recently published exciting, innovative accounts of religion’s influence on America’s Cold War diplomacy: Jacobs on Vietnam, McAlister on the Middle East, Rotter on India and Pakistan. But they seemed to be one-offs, religious exceptions to a generally secular rule. Little did I know that they were on the cutting edge of a major trend in American diplomatic history.4

I was also familiar with American religious history, and so turned there next. But when I consulted that body of literature, I discovered something very interesting: religious historians examined diplomacy just as infrequently and unsystematically as diplomatic historians examined religion. Yet their work was littered with intriguing discussions of religion in times of war and diplomatic crisis, albeit with a focus on how foreign policy affected religion rather than the other way around. And unlike diplomatic historians, historians of religion did not simply concentrate on the usual suspects.

This was an exciting but odd and unsettling discovery. It is difficult to think of two subjects that have shaped the United States more than religion and foreign affairs, and it is difficult to find two bodies of literature that are as large, diverse, or controversial; perhaps, as categories of historical analysis, only race and economics compare. The problem, at least for me, was that historians of religion were interested in religious issues; their discussions of, say, World War I did not intend to shed light on the war, but on how religion reacted to or was changed by the war. In the same way, historians of American foreign policy were not especially interested in religious issues. Sporadic references to the other abounded in each discipline, but only a rare few scholars integrated them in a sustained and meaningful fashion. Yet there were obvious historical moments when the two subjects would have had to meet in interesting and revealing ways. Armed with this insight, I set out to write a book that would answer my students’ questions—and my own.


Introduction


Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord, and in the power of his might.

Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.

For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.

Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.

Stand therefore, having your loins girt about with truth, and having on the breastplate of righteousness;

And your feet shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace;

Above all, taking the shield of faith, wherewith ye shall be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked.

And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God…

—Ephesians 6:10–17





SWORD OF THE SPIRIT, Shield of Faith was written under the assumption that religion played an important role in shaping American perceptions of the world and in contributing to domestic debates on how the United States should engage with other nations. It is an exploration not of whether religion influenced U.S. foreign relations, but how. It is a logical assumption: few would argue that religion has not played a consistently important role in American life, for better or worse.

This last qualifier—for better or worse—is important, for this book also operates under the assumption that religion is just like any other historical topic. It is not my desire, and certainly not my intention, to make a case either for or against a role for religion in public life. Readers will of course use the material in this book to support their own beliefs that religion is either a productive or a pernicious force in American foreign relations. Partisans on both sides of the acrimonious debate over religion’s place in the public square—and increasingly over the nature of religion itself—will find plenty of evidence to back up their competing claims. But such quarrels are not my concern. Religion provokes intense emotions, and no historian is free of bias. Nonetheless, I have sought to treat my subject as objectively as possible.

Doing so has meant recognizing that there was not one religious influence upon American foreign relations, but many: nationalist but also internationalist, exceptionalist but also cosmopolitan, nativist but also tolerant, militant but also pacifist. The religious influence was neither monolithic nor consensual but a product of intense dialogue, debate, and controversy. Nor did it always push U.S. foreign policy in the same direction. It is a fascinatingly complex story, but its very complexity makes its unraveling all the more important and worthwhile.

BUT WHY FOCUS on religion at all? Why does it matter to American diplomatic history? Aside from the personal faith of individual policymakers, religion has been integral to American politics and culture, and to America’s sense of itself, and thus also to the products of politics and culture, such as foreign policy. More specifically, religion has had an almost uniquely intimate relationship with American war and diplomacy. In times of war, religious liberals and conservatives, militants and pacifists, have all called upon God to sanctify their cause, and all have viewed America as God’s chosen land. As a result, U.S. foreign policy has often acquired the tenor of a moral crusade.

Moreover, the religious mindset was geographically limitless; those who possessed it were concerned not only with their community, state, or country, but the entire world. As immigrants, generations of American Christians, Jews, and Muslims thought of themselves as members of a transnational faith that transcended national boundaries. They kept in regular contact with coreligionists overseas and followed the political affairs in foreign countries that affected these spiritual kinfolk. They sought to spread the gospel to people who had never heard of Christ and endured incredible hardship in doing so. They were more likely to live and travel abroad and more likely to have a foreign correspondent. Unlike most of their fellow citizens, then, religious Americans inherently thought of themselves as citizens of the world. They paid closer attention to foreign affairs and were more likely to allow international developments to affect their political views. Thus while religious faith helped create an American nationalism, it also fostered a powerful sense of internationalism.

Since the late sixteenth century, long before the United States existed, religion has played an important role in shaping Americans’ perceptions of the wider world. In both popular debates about American engagement with the world and the foreign policies that have emerged from these debates, religion has been a major factor. The religious influence—indeed, religious faith itself—has not always been strong or consistent. But though it has ebbed and flowed, it has always been there.

This seems to be a basic point—religion matters, and always has—yet it is an important one to make because it has been so neglected in explaining the history of American war and diplomacy. Historians have emphasized a wide array of factors, from traditional concerns such as economics, national security, and military strategy, to newer theories based on race, gender, culture, and postmodernism. All are important grounds for inquiry, and all have yielded a rich understanding of the American past. Yet until very recently, religion was seen as a mystifying sideshow, an irrational impulse born of a “paranoid style” that clouded the realist assumptions of high diplomacy. Even after diplomatic history’s cultural turn—an exciting development over the past two decades that has pushed scholars to incorporate race, class, and gender into the American diplomatic tradition—and its international turn, which portrays the United States as “a nation among nations,” religion remains peripheral or nonexistent. This is true for otherwise superb overviews of U.S. foreign policy that purport to examine American “ideals,” “style,” “ideology,” “mission,” “Wilsonian idealism,” “core values,” even “why America fights”—normative topics, in other words, that are ideally suited to religious ideas and values and incomplete without them. In fact, until very recently religion was sidelined in most fields of modern American history. Be it the history of politics, immigration, or civil rights, religious faith was pushed to the margins when it made any appearance at all. It seemed that only historians of American religion took religion seriously, an absurd situation when one considers the prevalence and importance of religion in American life.1

SWORD OF THE SPIRIT, SHIELD OF FAITH aims to help fill this gap in our understanding of how Americans have engaged the wider world. It presents a new survey of the history of American foreign relations, told predominantly through a religious lens. Readers should remember that this is not a new master narrative of U.S. foreign policy but a new perspective that aims to complement and enrich existing interpretations without necessarily replacing them. I have begun my story at the onset of England’s settlement of North America in the late sixteenth century and ended it with a brief look at the presidencies of George W. Bush and Barack Obama in the early twenty-first. My chronological scope should not be taken as an argument for the essential continuity of an unchanging history, yet there has been continuity: time and again, many of the same themes appear and reappear down the years.

Many of these themes—cultural habits that informed the making of policy—originated in the colonial period and then crystallized in later years. To say that this book is an examination of U.S. foreign policy is to elide the fact that our story begins before there was a United States that could even have a foreign policy. But the colonial era was crucial, a period in which many of the premises of an American worldview were established and developed. To begin in 1776 or 1783 or 1789, then, is to join the story after it has already begun. Many other syntheses of U.S. foreign relations do precisely this, and while they have much to offer they miss much that is vital in the formative years. Ignoring the colonial period in an otherwise comprehensive overview assumes that habits and ideas began anew with the creation of the United States of America, when we know that this was impossible.

Yet while the earliest eras of American history matter greatly, they do not, in the history of American foreign policy or international relations more generally, matter nearly as much as more recent periods. Of the four centuries since Europeans crossed the Atlantic to settle the eastern shore of North America, it was only in the last hundred years that America became a great power of truly world historical importance. As late as the 1880s, the United States was little more than a minnow in the diplomatic ocean; from then on, it grew steadily to become one of the largest whales the world has ever seen. For this reason, I pay more attention to the period since the United States announced itself on the global stage by routing Spain in the war of 1898. Not coincidentally, this also marked the period when American religion became more pluralistic, more complicated, and more diffuse.2

To uncover the habits and ideas that gave shape to America’s interactions with the wider world, I focus not only on the traditional aspects of diplomatic history—elites in closed rooms conducting national security policy in secret—but also on the popular pressures brought to bear upon diplomats and policymakers. This book is a study of how religion shaped America’s engagement with the wider world, including the overseas efforts of private citizens, missionaries, and other nongovernmental organizations, in addition to the use of diplomatic and military power. It is not just about U.S. foreign policy, then, but U.S. foreign relations. The distinction is critical: the former term examines only the formulation and execution of actual government policy, while the latter includes policy but also a wider array of American interactions with the world, from missionaries to voluntarist and philanthropic initiatives to corporate and economic interests. The only way to capture the richness of the religious influence—and to find it where it would otherwise remain hidden—is to blend “high” and “low” versions of history, from the top-down perspective of policymaking elites to the bottom‑up view of religious Americans who do not make policy themselves but influence it collectively, through political pressure and activism abroad. As the historian Akira Iriye sensibly observes, “to understand American diplomacy, one must know something about American culture.”3 Thus while Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith is predominantly a work of religious and diplomatic history, it is also, where relevant, an exercise in cultural, intellectual, and social history. Similarly, this is also why I pay attention to domestic developments that at first glance may not seem to have a clear link to foreign affairs. As I explain later in this Introduction, politics is central because it formed a bridge between popular religion and elite policy.

Readers should always bear in mind that while this is a history of the influence of religion, I do not argue that religion was the only factor in the history of American foreign relations. It was but one among many. Sometimes it was a critically important factor; other times, it played a relatively minor role. I have focused on religion not because it offers a unified theory or single-cause explanation of U.S. foreign policy but because it is a missing link, a vital but unrecognized, even undiscovered, part of the story. And in discovering it, I hope, we will reach a fuller, more complete understanding of the role America has played in the world.

“CHANGE OVER TIME.” “The past is a foreign country.” These are perhaps the first rules of history, imparted as a warning to those naïve enough to search the past for lessons for our world today. But though we know that history is not linear, that it does not remain the same, and that it does not necessarily march forward to progress and enlightenment, we can also sometimes allow fear of what scholars call “presentism” to blind us to continuity over time. For as we shall see throughout this book, while the religious influence on American foreign relations changed dramatically, it also retained core features developed early on. Many of the themes that animate my narrative have been remarkably durable, not merely over decades but down through the centuries.

First and foremost, religion acted as the conscience of American foreign relations. U.S. foreign policy itself has never really been idealistic, and certainly not altruistic. But policymaking elites often had to pursue foreign policy initiatives under an idealistic banner because of popular religious pressures that were themselves idealistic. They had to merge the moralism and progressivism of religion with the normally realist mindset of international politics. Thus the U.S. government was often led to pursue a normative foreign policy—of human rights promotion, of democracy promotion, of humanitarian intervention, and so forth—by religious pressures emanating from below.4

Americans, largely but of course not exclusively acting upon a religious impulse, pushed their government not only to be a citizen of the world, but to be a model citizen. As St. Paul instructed the Ephesians, sometimes this meant brandishing the “sword of the Spirit.” In the American context, this has often meant waging war in the name of God, or at least in the name of serving him and fulfilling his will. This is familiar rhetoric in the history of American exceptionalism: the stuff of providence, manifest destiny, a New Jerusalem, and a shining city upon a hill. But St. Paul told the Ephesians they must also carry the “shield of faith.” And just as often in American history—in fact, as we shall see, probably more often—this has led to the promotion of peace: Christian pacifism, anti-interventionism, anti-imperialism, and internationalism.

The tendency to wield both the sword of the spirit and the shield of faith created an idealistic synthesis, as governments, faced with a crisis or war, found themselves buffeted by lobbying from highly moralistic, values-driven Americans. Due in part to this dynamic, when American governments have gone to war, they have felt the overwhelming need to do so in the name of protecting universal values and human rights or bringing progress to areas of the world suffering under poverty and tyranny. While historians have concentrated heavily on the “sword of the Spirit,” they have mostly ignored the less-sensationalistic “shield of faith” of pacifism and antiwar movements.

But why would policymaking elites even care? Why would they listen to the churches and synagogues, especially if they themselves were conditioned to pursue the secular national interest? There are three important reasons why it was impossible for policymakers to ignore religion. The first is intuitively straightforward: religion mattered to individuals, and many of these individuals became policymakers, either as politicians or as diplomats. This is so simple that it is easy to ignore or dismiss, and diplomatic historians have done so countless times. It has been easy—too easy—to discount the public piety of a William McKinley or a Franklin Roosevelt or a John Foster Dulles as cynical window dressing that obscures the “real” political or strategic motives behind their foreign policies. It has been easy because historians have done so without first understanding the religious biographies of policymakers and appreciating the religious context in which they developed. Their portrayals of these and other figures are not so much inaccurate as incomplete, and thus inadequate. Much of my task is therefore dedicated to recovering the lost dimensions and exposing the hidden depths of the individuals who made U.S. foreign policy.

The other two reasons why policymaking elites had to care about the religious influence are both more structural in nature. Second is the nature of American politics. Since 1783, the United States has been a democracy—an imperfect and incomplete democracy, to be sure, given the lack of voting rights for women, the monstrously immoral institution of slavery, and the genocidal treatment of Native Americans, to mention only the most obvious limitations, but a democracy nonetheless. By the 1820s, all white male Americans could vote, an unprecedented extension of the franchise. (By contrast, in Great Britain, the other leading practitioner of mass democracy, not only were most white males denied a vote, many parts of the country—including major cities such as Manchester—were not even represented in Parliament.) Mass democracy in America meant that political elites—and by extension, diplomatic elites—could not ignore the will of the people. They might not always like it, or agree with it, or even listen to it, but they could not simply ignore it. Thus even when leaders wanted to ignore popular opinion and pursue their own policy, they had to make allowances for and adjustments to sentiment from below. To do otherwise was to risk political suicide.5

For its part, religion in America has always been popular, widely adhered to in one form or another by the vast majority of its people. There is little reason to reject the conclusions of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, published in 1835 but still relevant today. Of the American people, he noted that “some profess Christian dogmas because they believe them, others because they are afraid of not looking like they believe them. Christianity therefore reigns without obstacles, on the admission of all.”6 Ever since, religion has remained an important part of the language of politics. Just as important, religion in America has also been popular in the sense that it is of the people; thanks to the First Amendment and widespread religious pluralism, the church has been disconnected from the state and thus beholden only to its members. From that basis, religion provided the source and ideas for many popular movements in American history, most obviously revivals and awakenings but also Populism, Progressivism, civil rights, and voluntarism. The political implications are so clear that they sometimes go unnoticed: religion has been vital to American politics because so many Americans have believed in it and believed further that religion should be applied to politics and policy, including international politics and foreign policy.

Where popular religion and elite diplomacy met, then, was in politics. Religious communities were highly devoted and motivated, but they themselves usually lacked political power. When they sought to influence foreign policy, they did so by pressuring their elected representatives. To apply such pressure, they used the tools at their disposal: newspapers, magazines, journals, radio and television, letters, pamphlets, and petitions. And at this, they were extremely effective. For their part, policymakers often worked the system from their end. When seeking support for a given policy, they wanted to speak to large bodies of people, such as religious communities. In addition to speeches, which were usually assured wide media coverage, elites used the same means of communication as the churches. A large number of Americans were (and still are) members of a religious grouping, be it a denomination, church, synagogue, or mosque. Like any large, cohesive grouping, they represent political power that can be mobilized to support or oppose a given policy. It was this latent power that elites wanted to tap into, and because religion had captured the hearts and minds of many if not most Americans, politicians had to pay them attention. Religious communities and elites spoke to each other in a continual effort to try to convince one another of what should be done in U.S. foreign policy. The religious influence, then, was the product of this continual dialogue. It was at heart a political process.

This leads us to our third explanation, also structural, of why religion has mattered so much to the conduct of American foreign relations: free security. Simply by America’s very position in the international system between 1815 and 1941, Americans were allowed to develop a foreign policy of almost pure choice, free from the atavistic fears of physical security that have motivated other countries. Not coincidentally, this was the period in which the United States first became a great power, and then the world’s preeminent power. To the east and west lay vast oceans, conveniently controlled by the one power, Britain, that was to some extent temperamentally and politically sympathetic to American dominance of the Western Hemisphere. To both the north and south lay relatively weak neighbors in Canada and Mexico; in the rest of the Western Hemisphere, no other nation could pose even a theoretical threat to America’s physical safety. As analysts of free security have noted, the absence of threat enabled Americans to devise foreign policies almost as they pleased. This was a truly unique condition in the history of geopolitics. For example, the foreign policies of France and Russia, Japan and China, were determined largely by what their neighbors and rivals were doing. In the case of smaller and more vulnerable nations, such as Poland, foreign policy was determined entirely by what its rivals were planning. But even the great powers had to act within the constraints imposed by others. British foreign policy was thus formulated not only in London, but also in Berlin, Paris, Istanbul, and Tokyo. These systemic constraints would soon enmesh and entangle Washington, but not until over a century of foreign policymaking habits had been formed. Echoes of its enduring influence continue to be heard today.7

In an atmosphere of almost pure choice, concerns about self-defense and fears of invasion and occupation were absent not only from the general American worldview but also from U.S. foreign policymaking. But a nation needs a foreign policy—even the most insular countries have to think about the wider world, and the United States has certainly never been insular. The freedom to choose enabled other factors, based not on physical danger but ideals and values, to influence foreign policy decisions. Americans worried little about threats from the world as it actually was, but dreamed about how the world should really be. Free security also allowed democracy—and by extension, religion—to play an inordinate role in shaping America’s response to the world, for leaders could not suppress the popular will in the name of a clear and present danger. The religious impulse—ever-present, morally driven, highly activist, indefatigable, politically connected, deeply concerned with the wider world—had little to block its path to the White House, Foggy Bottom, and Capitol Hill.

THERE ARE ALSO other continuities in the history of religion’s influence on American war and diplomacy. If religious Americans acted as the moral conscience and progressive imagination of U.S. foreign policy, which ideas gave shape to the conscience and the imagination? In turn, which ideas and values motivated religious Americans? Such questions cannot be answered easily because they did in fact greatly change over time. Still, there are some major watchwords that have persisted and interacted throughout most of American history, broad themes that the reader should bear in mind and that are thus worth introducing here: morality, liberty, progress, and nationalism.

All, to some extent, were products of America’s peculiar religious heritage. Crucially, colonial America was established as a Reformation society, founded by Protestant radicals who took refuge from the religious wars and economic crises of Europe (and came mostly from the British Isles, Holland, Germany, and France). Unlike all other Reformation societies, the American colonies never underwent a counterreformation. They never confronted a backlash, and thus never had to accommodate themselves to an alternative worldview in the name of domestic and international peace. From there, many of the American colonies developed as Reformation Protestant societies. When they came together in 1776 to become an independent nation, they did so as a Reformation Protestant nation; they did not necessarily intend to establish a religious republic, but they could not escape the cultural trappings of their Protestant inheritance. Even as the United States became more religiously and culturally pluralistic, new peoples and their faiths had to adapt to a political culture that was overwhelmingly Protestant. Not unusually for American history, this has produced something of a paradox: a nation founded and built upon religious tolerance and pluralism that has been inordinately shaped by a strongly exceptionalist Protestant identity. This milieu nurtured the themes that animate this book.8

If our first theme is religion as a source of morality, and from it, religion as a source of a moral foreign policy, our second theme is liberty. Produced by an intense combination of republicanism and Protestantism, a strong libertarian ethos pervaded U.S. foreign policy. This was expressed variously as isolationism, unilateralism, and suspicion of international organizations such as the United Nations. A large number of Americans showed a consistent aversion to centers of concentrated power, be they political or religious. Concentrated power—wielded by a monarch, despot, or small ruling clique—was by its very nature unrepresentative and undemocratic. It was assumed to be inherently hostile to American values and democracy, and thus a threat even if it could not strike directly at the United States. Here again, religion served as both a diagnosis and a cure, for it could identify hostile concentrations of power and then be wielded against them. The democratic peace—the idea that democracies go to war reluctantly, as a last resort, and do not go to war against one another—is an example of such thinking in action. Religion was vital to the democratic peace, for freedom of conscience was believed to be the foundation of democracy, and religion was assumed to be the source of conscience. A threat to freedom of religion was thus a threat to freedom of conscience—and, eventually, a threat to American democracy itself.

Crucially, the sanctity of liberty was also shaped by the separation of church and state. The establishment and free exercise clauses of the First Amendment that enshrined the legal separation of church and state produced a thriving but almost completely deregulated marketplace of faith. This allowed American religion to flourish, because it protected the church from the worldly compromises and interference of the state. While the separation of church and state was enacted to protect politics from religion, it was also deemed just as vital to protect religion from politics. By keeping the government out of religion, the First Amendment created competition among inherently equal, nonfavored denominations, which in turn pushed American religion to be innovative and entrepreneurial. This encouraged nonconformist and eccentric sects to invent and reinvent themselves, from evangelicalism to Mormonism to Pentecostalism, as they responded to the wishes of their adherents. It also allowed for the gradual and relatively peaceful absorption of Catholics and Jews in an overwhelmingly Protestant nation. The result of the separation of church and state was the growth of highly autonomous religious communities that harbored an innate hostility to government regulation. In foreign policy terms, the separationist mindset has led to suspicion and outright hostility not only toward concentrated power, but also international organizations and other forums for multilateral diplomacy. Isolationism and unilateralism, then, can in large part trace their origins and continued vibrancy to the power of religious ideas.9

Next is progress. Protestant Americans associated their faith with the hallmarks of material progress—technological innovation, industrialization, trade, commerce, finance—because they believed that free religion allowed for free economics, just as it allowed for free politics. Released from the interference of the state and an established church, Americans, it was assumed, were able to behave more or less as they thought best, within reason. This, they believed, enabled them to create economic prosperity as well as political liberty. Indeed, the two were assumed to be inseparable. (Perhaps not surprisingly, Americans also believed in Max Weber’s theory of a thrifty, industrious, and dedicated “Protestant work ethic” long before he was around to devise it.)

But to religious Americans, progress meant something more than just economic prosperity. It also meant the general improvement of society, which of course included material advancement but was not limited to it. In this view, progress meant the creation and perfection of a society that respected the dignity of the individual, that cared for its poor and indolent in addition to rewarding its creators of wealth, and that sought to improve living conditions for all. It aimed, in other words, to balance personal freedom with social obligation and individual rights with group rights. At home, this faith-based progressive mindset led to campaigns against slavery, poor working conditions, alcohol, prostitution, and other vices. Abroad, it led to a mission to reform the world—though sometimes this was actually implemented at the barrel of a gun. On matters of foreign policy, religious Americans were rarely static and conservative; most often, they were aggressively progressive, at times even radical. The progressivist impulse was complicated and could lead to the adoption of seemingly contradictory policies. Within a few decades of the nineteenth century, for example, religious Americans were at the forefront in calling for the end of white supremacy at home but the spread of it abroad: first for the abolition of slavery in the South, then for the imposition of an empire overseas. Or consider the role of missionaries, who were simultaneously some of the earliest advocates of universal human rights but also practitioners of cultural imperialism. Yet whether they were missionaries, abolitionists, or imperialists, they all sincerely believed themselves to be motivated by the purest, most progressive of motives.

Our final theme is nationalism, and its attendant civil religion. Religion has for centuries been an incubator of national pride, and not just America’s. But in American history, the relationship between faith and patriotism has been especially close and durable. Protestant exceptionalism helped breed American exceptionalism and led to a consistent belief in America as a chosen nation and in Americans as a chosen people. The implications this held for foreign relations are obvious. Under nationalism’s spell, Americans believed themselves to be responding to a higher calling, to be executing God’s plan, to be fulfilling his providence. As God’s chosen nation, the United States was bound to do right. This belief underpinned U.S. intervention and imperialism in North America and around the world, a story historians have often told and one that animates this book. But many religious Americans, including the most devout, also used national exceptionalism as a spur to charity and peace. If they elevated America onto a spiritual plane, they did it not to convert others but to hold the nation to a higher moral standard. While nationalistic exceptionalism supported wars, it also damned them in the name of a powerfully dogmatic and equally patriotic pacifism.10

Nationalism, especially the belief in America as a chosen nation, has been sustained by an American civil religion. Politics, like religion, is a ritualistic activity, and both use ritual and ceremony as a means to codify social relations. In a highly religious nation like the United States, it has been relatively easy to blend the beliefs in God and country into a single, cohesive ideology. For a long time—until the early twentieth century—this American civil religion was grounded in political institutions and civic values. Its purpose was to sanctify the virtues of American democracy by linking them to the higher virtues of Christianity. But as the nation became more pluralistic—that is, less Protestant—civil religion became more inclusive, its mission more ecumenical, its meaning grounded more in people than institutions. It ceased to be Protestant and instead became “Judeo-Christian,” a term rarely used before the twentieth century. This Judeo-Christian civil religion celebrated religious liberty not only as a source of political freedom, but also as a source of tolerance.11

There is no official hierarchy in the American civil religion, but as the nation’s head of state as well as its chief executive—and, not irrelevant for our purposes, its commander-in-chief—the president has acted as its de facto pope. Since George Washington, the president has been the interpreter of the rites, symbols, and meanings of the civil religion, with some—particularly Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and Harry Truman—significantly recasting it under the pressure of war. Moreover, presidents were instrumental in applying the civil religion to foreign policy. As such, they and their religious rhetoric feature prominently throughout our story here.

“Next to each religion is a political opinion that is joined to it by affinity,” observed Tocqueville. “Allow the human mind to follow its tendency and it will regulate political society and the divine city in a uniform manner; it will seek, if I dare say it, to harmonize the earth with Heaven.”12 This, he concluded, was precisely what had happened in America, where both free politics and free religion thrived together, in tandem. A consequence, explored in the pages that follow, was a powerfully enduring religious influence on the conduct of American war and diplomacy, enabled above all by the centrality of religion to American politics and political thought. Whether it meant wielding the sword of the spirit, the shield of faith, or both, America’s foreign relations have always been, to some extent, rooted in religion.


PART I
In the Beginning

Jamestown, Virginia, March 1622. After fifteen years of tension, open war between English colonial settlers and their Indian neighbors had finally come to Virginia. Relations had never been friendly and violent clashes were common since the English colonists had managed to establish themselves along the tidewater peninsulas of the Virginia shore. In the five years leading up to 1622, when the proprietors of the Virginia Company discovered the lucrative crop of tobacco, the colony’s population stabilized, and then tripled. With the population surge came the expansion of colonial farming, including the need for pastureland to raise pigs and cattle. Alarmed at this invasion, the Powhatan Indians who had long dominated the region decided to eliminate the threat once and for all. Catching the English settlements of Virginia by surprise on March 22, 1622, Indian attackers swiftly killed 347 colonists—roughly a third of the colony’s population—and completely destroyed several villages and farms.1

While the ensuing war, which lasted intermittently for a decade, pitted against each other two groups of people seeking to inhabit the same territory, it was much more than a competition for land. The colonists and the Powhatans were two very distinct groups of people, divided by language, custom, technology, race—and probably above all, religion. Christianity was utterly foreign to the Powhatans, incomprehensible, even nonsensical. They resented the colonists’ promises to win them to Christianity as much as they did the crowding of their space. Not only did the Indians already have their own indigenous faith, they realized that conversion to Christianity was the first step toward total assimilation and the loss of their traditional way of life. Understandably, the Powhatans feared and hated the English nation and the Protestant faith in equal measure. The famed Pocahontas, after all, had involuntarily converted to Christianity, married an Englishman, adopted an English name, and moved to England—where she died in 1617, less than a year after arriving.2

And the Powhatans had reason to fear. The Virginia Company had been established with an intense Protestantism typical of the religious hothouse that was seventeenth-century England. As God’s chosen people, their faith gave the English confidence that the land they settled in the New World was rightfully theirs. “The first objection,” the Reverend Robert Gray preached in a 1609 sermon to christen the Virginia Company’s initiative, “is by what right or warrant we can enter into the land of these Savages, take away their rightfull inheritance from them, and plant ourselves in their places, being unwronged or unprovoked by them.” Believing that only the Devil stood in their way, the English assumed that the Indians were in league with the forces of Hell. “Satan visibly and palpably raignes there, more then in any other known place of the world,” claimed one settler. Another concluded that the Indians had “great witches among them” and were “very familiar with the Devill.”3 Thus when war broke out in 1622, it promised to be a holy war, a contest over identity as well as land.

While the Indians possessed the element of surprise, the colonists had the greater advantages of superior military technology and a steady transatlantic supply of provisions and reinforcements. Because the colonists had believed they were at peace with the Indians, a deep sense of betrayal fueled their anger. The “miserable wretches,” railed one, had “despised Gods great mercies” bestowed so kindly by the Virginians. No longer. Reeling from a single-day loss of a third of their number, the colonists held little back in retaliating. They were careful not to exterminate the Indians entirely—their annual corn harvest was too valuable a source of food—but over the next ten years Virginia militiamen waged a war of societal attrition by burning Indian villages and crops and targeting Indian noncombatants as well as warriors. In one infamous episode, after inviting several hundred Powhatans to negotiate peace terms, English officials poisoned the tea drunk to celebrate the signing of a treaty. Over 250 Indians died.4

In a war fought with little regard to limits, the use of faith to outline the objectives and methods of fighting was in keeping with the religious traditions of early colonial America. Protestantism provided the colonists a mental map of the world, both Old and New, and helped them navigate the cultural and physical challenges of their transplanted society. Faith also provided a bedrock of moral support through incredibly trying times. Both before and after the 1622 war, Virginia’s authorities declared holy days—of fasting and thanksgiving—to celebrate victory, remember the dead, and praise God for deliverance. But the Indians could also use Christianity as a weapon against the colonists. The next (and last) large-scale war between Virginians and Indians came in 1644, when Powhatan warriors gained total surprise by attacking on Maundy Thursday, a holy day before Easter when they knew the colonists would be at rest and unprepared. The Indians knew just how central religion was to colonial society.5

Exemplified by Virginia’s wars with the Powhatans, the first decades of English colonization established some of the foundational principles of what would later become American foreign relations. The English who agitated for the establishment of American colonies, and especially those who actually sailed across the Atlantic to build a new society, were motivated by a set of core assumptions about the value of who they were and what they did. These assumptions, what might be called an ideology of securing liberty and prosperity through expansion, acted as an extremely powerful motor that drove the colonists’ engagement with the wider world. Most crucially, the English settlers believed, much as their American descendants would for centuries afterward, in their own exceptional virtue. They thought of themselves as more enlightened not only than the native peoples of the New World, but also their fellow Europeans, especially Roman Catholics. Just as important, this sense of innate moral superiority led the English to perceive their motives and actions as defensive, magnanimous, progressive, even benevolent. Often they were, but just as often these exceptionalist attitudes justified the expansion of empire and the most brutal means to achieve it.

Though religious faith varied widely throughout England’s American colonies, the fundamental faith-based ideology of expansion was not all that different in Boston than it was in Jamestown or Charleston. Indeed, despite its diversity in detail, a shared Christian faith was in general the only thing that tied virtually all the British colonists together. The (mostly) Protestant colonists believed themselves to be on a holy mission, blessed by God, to spread the Protestant faith through their own migration, the conversion of Indians, and the containment of Catholicism. English Protestants saw themselves as a chosen people destined to preserve their liberties by cultivating a new England overseas. The most important result of this endeavor was that it led the English to conflate the survival of a religious ideology—specifically, Protestantism—with the survival of the nation. Their own sense of physical security, in other words, became inextricably bound up with the fate of an idea. England could only be its true self if it remained Protestant, and it could only remain Protestant in a world where it was protected from the domineering ambitions of the Catholic Church. Should Catholicism prosper or Protestantism suffer, anywhere, the very security of England itself would be in danger—hence the “Protestant Cause” of solidarity between the English and their beleaguered fellow Protestants in Europe. Inhabiting the world’s one true bastion of political and religious liberty, the English had both a moral imperative and a defensive duty to spread their way of life as widely as they could. They owed themselves—and the world—no less.6

This Protestant exceptionalism would continue into the eighteenth century—the subject of Chapter 3—in a series of wars between Great Britain and its Catholic and Indian enemies that would last from 1689 to 1763. In the process of forever destroying the threat of the Catholic Antichrist and the Indian Satan, the British American colonists would begin to devise a more general theory of liberty, uniquely American in its conception and application, that married a libertarian Protestant church to a free republican government. Not coincidentally, the wars for empire unfolded within a framework of religious revivals known collectively as the Great Awakening.


CHAPTER ONE
Defenders of the Faith

LIKE THE SPANISH BEFORE them, the English who sought to colonize North America in the late sixteenth century did so in the name of God. Spreading Christianity through two means—transplanting the English and converting the Indians—helped drive these first efforts at imperialism. Upon touring the coast of California in 1579, the famed explorer Sir Francis Drake, whose father was a minister, wanted to open the “blinded eyes” of the local Indians by introducing them to “the right knowledge and obedience of the true and everliving God.” A copy of John Foxe’s The Book of Martyrs—among Protestants a book almost as sacred as the Bible itself—reportedly sailed with Drake to provide shipboard inspiration. A hardened explorer and jaded pirate, Drake was not entirely motivated by a desire to spread Christianity. But so great was the urge to enlarge the faith that even he felt the need to justify his exploits in terms of religion.1

Indeed, the very fact that the New World had been revealed to Europeans was itself thought to be an act of God. These new lands offered Europe a chance to resettle people from its growing populations, and in the process spread Christianity. But—in a development that would set England, and later America, apart—following the Reformation it was imperative that the type of Christianity be Protestant. John Jewel, the Protestant bishop of Salisbury, agreed with Catholics that the Indians lived a life of inherent sin, “going naked, having no manner sense, nor knowledge of God, but falling down either before an old tree, or before the sun, and the moon, or whatsoever thing they saw first in the morning.” But their salvation could never come from the Catholic faith. Even in their state of idolatrous ignorance, Jewel declared to a Catholic adversary in 1570, the Indians “might see both your and our religion set open before them, I doubt not, but nature herself would lead to judge, that ours is the Light, and yours Darkness.”2

England’s leading intellectual architect of colonial expansion, a man who seamlessly blended the objectives of church and state, was Richard Hakluyt, a well-connected graduate of Christ Church, Oxford, and an ordained Church of England minister. Religious faith did not solely shape Hakluyt’s considerable scholarship—classical learning and the new humanism were just as important—yet it did play an immensely significant role in the widespread propagation, promotion, and legitimation of his views on New World settlement. Like many of his contemporaries, Hakluyt was as fiercely opposed to the Catholic Church, which he feared as a source of despotism, as he was devoted to Protestantism. With his tales of foreign adventure and discovery—not only of English exploration but travels by Europeans in general—Hakluyt became his era’s most famous and authoritative chronicler of European expansion. Very much in tune with the spirit of the times, he was just as interested in geography as he was in theology. In Hakluyt’s worldview, which came to shape England’s early colonization of America, geography and theology would combine in a spiritual geopolitics of transatlantic expansion. Catholics, he believed, aimed to extinguish the passionate, reformed fires of liberty Protestantism had lit. As the leading Protestant power, England’s very fate hung in the balance of its conflict with Spain. In his twin quests to spread Protestantism and English power, Hakluyt portrayed the New World as the decisive theater of conflict between the two rival Christian faiths. Given its century-long head start, Spain held a dangerous advantage.3

Fearing that England was falling behind its Catholic European rivals in the New World, Hakluyt combined the strategic urgency of spreading England’s trade and territory with the zeal to spread its Protestant faith into a compelling argument for overseas expansion. His message was a powerful blend of territorial, ideological, and commercial ambition that many of his Elizabethan countrymen found impossible to resist. One of the most important tasks, something that would justify the imperial enterprise overall, was the conversion of the benighted savages who had lived for too long without God. It was necessary, Hakluyt wrote in his widely influential 1584 tract, Discourse of Western Planting, “for the salvation of those poore people which have sitten so longe in darkenes and in the shadowe of deathe, that preachers should be sent unto them.” The kings and queens of England, he pointed out, “have the name of Defendors of the Faithe,” which obliged them not only to protect Protestantism at home but also “to inlarge and advaunce” it beyond England’s shores. And while Hakluyt appreciated that any colony would have to be commercially successful to survive and could not rely on faith alone, he thought faith would be its most important and ultimately determining trait. “Firste seek the kingdome of God and the righteousness thereof,” he instructed, “and all other thinges shalbe mynistred unto you.” Politics and economics were thus intimately mixed with faith.4

The infamous “Black Legend,” in which English writers detailed (and exaggerated) the uncommon barbarism and cruelty of Spanish colonialism in Latin America, played a large part in creating this worldview and provided English colonial activists with a powerful ideological weapon that endured well into the eighteenth century. The Black Legend contrasted sharply with England’s supposed benevolence and concern for the welfare of the indigenous peoples. In a moral and ideological sense, it was an important rhetorical tool to justify England’s overseas expansion. The Spanish, Hakluyt charged, were “pretending in glorious words” in their missionary efforts, but “in deed and truth sought not them [the Indians], but their goods and riches.” The virtuous English, on the other hand, would educate, enlighten, and Christianize the ignorant peoples who had the good fortune to find themselves under English rule.5

The Black Legend’s power stemmed from the notion, prevalent in England’s domestic politics as well as its foreign relations, that Catholics were inherently expansionist. Abroad, Catholics threatened English liberties and security with the might of the Spanish and French militaries; at home, they did so through a fifth column of Catholic traitors. Catholicism sought power and influence, especially at the expense of those who challenged its moral authority; it could not tolerate rival religions. Fear and loathing of Catholicism fueled England’s foreign policy to such an extent that English patriotism became suffused with, even indistinguishable from, Protestantism. Sure enough, Spain’s attempted invasion of England in 1588, and then its sponsorship of the Catholic League of France afterward, simply confirmed its innate aggressiveness and rapaciousness. The English had to remain vigilant, a stance that took them to Holland, where they fought alongside their fellow Protestants, the Dutch, against Spanish rule (just as Irish Catholics went to Holland to fight with the Spanish against the Protestants).6

What seemed to make the papist conspiracy so dangerous was that all Catholic roads led to Rome. England, virtuous but isolated, was up against a worldwide conspiracy orchestrated by the Vatican. “It is most certaine and true that the king of Spaine is wholie addicted to the Pope,” the explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert warned Elizabeth in 1577. In thrall to a despotic pope, the Spanish were duty-bound to promote the Vatican’s agenda and were “thereby an enemie to all others that not be of the same religion.” So long as the Spanish “be of that religion and we of ours there can be betwene us and them no good friendship.” Sir Humphrey’s solution was for England to go on the offensive in the Caribbean and seize the islands of Hispaniola and Cuba. This was an unfeasibly ambitious and, given the strength of the Spanish navy at the time, foolish plan that Elizabeth sensibly ignored. Yet three decades later, after a string of victories in the Atlantic and the Caribbean, the colony of Virginia fit neatly into this strategy of defensive expansionism.7

Thanks in part to Samuel Purchas, so too would New England. Purchas was Hakluyt’s successor as chief propagandist for the expansion of English power and the Protestant faith. Even more than Hakluyt, Purchas was passionately committed to the spread of the gospel. Like Hakluyt, he was a minister in the Church of England; like Hakluyt, he thought of Catholicism as a threat to England’s security, its political freedom, and its religious faith; and like Hakluyt, Purchas thought that England’s best defense was the offense of New World settlement. “[S]o little a part of the World in name Christian!” he lamented, “and so not little covered over … with Antichristian Heresie!”8

The main difference between them was timing. Hakluyt wrote in the final decades of the sixteenth century, when England was just beginning to mount its colonial enterprise. Purchas wrote in the 1620s, after the establishment of Virginia and the migration of the Pilgrims to Plymouth Colony. Thus Purchas knew, as Hakluyt could not, the difficulties that English colonists would face as they built their new lives in the New World. Accordingly, he portrayed the native peoples of North America as just as great a threat—albeit of a different kind—as Roman Catholics, branding them “Outlawes of Humanity,” “unnaturall Naturalls” who were “like Cain, both Murtherers and Vagabonds.” In a tremendously important conclusion that would justify the seizure of Indian territory for centuries to come, Purchas argued that the Indians had forfeited their claim to the land by not cultivating or taming it for permanent settlement. In the book of Genesis, God had given people the right to cultivate, and own, any vacant land they encountered, and so the wild and untamed New World, Purchas informed his audiences, was rightfully there for the taking.9

Before he became a successful author, Purchas had been renowned as a gifted storyteller. He would regale the people of his local parish in Eastwood, in the Puritan heartland of Essex, with tales of foreign adventure—though not his own, for he had had none—and exotic lands. He would tell them about the Virginia Company, whose members were trying to establish a godly Protestant community among the heathen savage. For his stories, his standing, and his piety, which was not exactly Puritan but not all that far off, he was a frequent guest at the local manor, Rochford Hall. One evening in 1606, one of his listeners was a young man by the name of John Winthrop, son-in-law of the family who lived at Rochford Hall. A few decades later, Winthrop would become the founding governor of Massachusetts, the driving force behind the English colony that most successfully blended faith and fortune. As Winthrop’s biographer Francis Bremer writes, Purchas’s riveting tales “resonated with his godly audience,” for although they emphasized the economic and strategic benefits of overseas expansion, they were first and foremost “wrapped in a call to religious service.”10

…

ENGLAND’S INITIAL ATTEMPTS at North American colonization were fitful, amateurish, and, as a result, spectacularly unsuccessful. One of the main problems was that expectations for English settlement on the North American shore had been shaped by the Spanish experience in Mexico and South America, where armies of conquistadores and Catholic missionaries were reaping untold riches in both gold and souls. Conditions further north were far different, although this was at first lost on English explorers. Hakluyt had been infuriated by the second and third expeditions of Martin Frobisher, who in the 1570s had looked for gold instead of the Northwest Passage. If “we had not been led with a preposterous desire of seeking rather gaine than God’s glorie,” Hakluyt chastised other New World adventurers, England would not be losing its imperial race with Spain. Yet at Roanoke, a lost island colony established off the North Carolina coast in 1585 and mysteriously abandoned five years later, even the godly met with a similar fate; this complete failure led to the postponement of other plans for American settlement. Still, the men who had headed the venture were devout Protestants who hoped to establish a godly realm in the name of the English crown. As one of them put it, their objectives were simple: “1. To plant Christian religion. 2. To trafficke. 3. To conquer.”11

For a brief time, war with Spain and the fate of Roanoke deterred other would-be colonists. But peace finally came in 1604 and opened the flow of money for colonial enterprise and shipping lanes for commercial sailing. In 1607, having been granted an exclusive charter to settle all the land between present-day North Carolina and New York, the Virginia Company established a permanent settlement, Jamestown, in the coastal, malarial swampland of lower Chesapeake Bay. While they again hoped to find precious metals and other riches, this time the colonists were careful to frame their enterprise as a religious mission. Expansion would bring with it spiritual as well as material wealth because it would spread properly Christian—that is, Protestant—values to the Indians. In a perfect marriage of merchant and missionary zeal the colonists, declared the Governing Council, would “buy” from the Indians “the pearles of earth, and sell to them the pearles of heaven.” Richard Hakluyt was an original charter member of the Virginia Company, while Samuel Purchas was among its most fervent supporters in England.12

Profit was important, but Virginia was in large part a missionary enterprise and the colonists, backed by sponsors in England, regarded their journey to the New World as a sacred mission. Although it would wane as the years passed, Virginia was founded in a spirit of intense religious fervor. Relative to population, the colonists enjoyed an even higher concentration of trained ministers than did the mother country, and religious observances were officially mandated and strictly enforced. Everyone involved in the project was swept along by the holiness of its mission. As the poet John Donne, a member of the Virginia Company who encouraged his son to emigrate there, instructed a group about to embark for the colony, “Your principal end is not gain, nor glory, but to gain souls to the glory of God. This seals the great seal, this justifies itself, this authorises authority, and gives power to strength itself.”13

In the eyes of the first generation of colonists, the marriage between faith and nation was bound to be a happy one, for God had already baptized Virginia as a promised land that, in the words of one settler, would “flow with milk and honey.” This was an important vision, central to the idea of expansion, for the promised land meant that the settlers of Virginia must be a chosen people. It could be no other way: only God’s chosen few could inhabit the land promised to his people. In the Bible (Luke 12:32), Jesus speaks of his followers as a “little flock,” a faithful, special minority whose mission was to spread the gospel to the rest of world; they would lead, and others would follow. Despite the trials of the first settlement efforts, Virginians perceived their colony as blessed, a refuge and repository for Christian civilization. “So then here is a place,” John Smith wrote in 1612, “a nurse for souldiers, a practise for marriners, a trade for marchants, a reward for the good, and that which is most of all, a businesse (most acceptable to God) to bring such poore infidels to the true knowledge of God and his holy Gospell.”14

But the promised land had to be free from contagion, and so containment was as important as conversion. Thus in addition to saving the souls of lost Indians, the need for geopolitical advantage over Spain drove English expansion forward. Just as it had shaped the initial push for colonization among Hakluyt and his contemporaries, anti-Catholicism added necessity, not to mention a great deal of urgency, to the settling of Virginia. In making this point, many of Virginia’s advocates invoked the Black Legend; others played upon England’s own schismatic sectarian turmoil. William Symonds, for example, combined patriotism with Protestantism when he admonished Virginia’s leaders “to carry thither no Traitors, nor Papists that depend on the Great Whore.”15

Toward the end of his life, Hakluyt reflected on Virginia with evident pride. The settlers had founded a free, patriotic, and faithful Protestant society where the “Preachers shall be reverenced and cherished, the valiant and forward soldiour respected, the diligent rewarded, the coward emboldened, the weake and sick relieved, the mutinous suppressed, the reputation of the Christians among the Savages preserved, our most holy faith exalted, all Paganisme and Idolatrie by little and little utterly extinguished”—in short, a promised land. The establishment of Virginia had been an enormously difficult enterprise, and its survival would not be assured for several decades. Hakluyt would have been forgiven had he despaired, but his faith in an English, Protestant Virginia never wavered. This was the nature of his ideological commitment and religious zeal, traits that helped cast in iron an emerging colonial self-perception that America was a different and special place.16

IF VIRGINIANS THOUGHT THEMSELVES EXCEPTIONAL, the intensity of their self-confidence was nothing compared to the unshakeable selfrighteousness of their English neighbors further north. Everything that had helped to form the worldview of Virginia was magnified several times in the godly colonies of New England. A key difference was their brand of Protestantism: instead of the establishment Anglicanism of Virginia, the people who founded and settled New England were reformed Calvinists—mostly Puritan Congregationalists—who believed that the Church of England had become almost as corrupt as the Roman Catholic Church. Theirs was a purer form of worship that relied only on the word and spirit of God, not a decadent, liturgically driven hierarchy. Puritans who rejected Anglican ways were more passionate, rigorous, and dogmatic than their fellow Protestants. The Puritans of New England, observed an astonished Dutch trader and fellow Calvinist, had established a moral code of “stringent laws” that they “maintain and enforce very strictly indeed.” It was this uncompromising theological rigor that drove them across the Atlantic in 1630.17

Few addresses in American history have been as exhaustively quoted as John Winthrop’s sermon, delivered on
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